In many oscine species, young males learn songs that match those of their first breeding-season neighbours. Because sharing songs with neighbours may be advantageous, selection should favour birds that retain the capacity to memorize new songs later in their first year as the birds cannot know for sure who their neighbours will be until spring. We investigated whether song sparrows, Melospiza melodia, from a sedentary western population were capable of acquiring new songs after their natal summer in a two-stage laboratory experiment. In the first stage (30-90 days of age), we rotated hand-reared males equally among one set of four live tutors that had been neighbours in the field (and therefore shared songs between them). During the second stage (140-330 days old), we removed two of the original tutors and replaced them with two new tutors (which did not share any songs with the original tutors). During stage two, subjects were not rotated, but were stationed next to only one of the four tutors (they could hear the other three at a distance). Eight of 12 subjects learned songs from tutors they only heard after they were 140 days old, and six subjects learned most of their songs from a late tutor. Thus, sedentary song sparrows are capable of acquiring many songs de novo in late autumn. These results are consistent with a song-learning strategy that provides young male song sparrows with a repertoire of songs they will share with their first breeding-season neighbours.
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In many songbirds, young males learn songs that match those of their first-year neighbours (Nelson 1992; Payne & Payne 1993; Bell et al. 1998; Langmore 1999; Nordby et al. 1999) . Several studies have indicated that sharing songs with one's neighbours may be advantageous (Payne et al. 1988; Beecher et al. 2000; Wilson et al. 2000) . Because a young bird cannot know for certain who his neighbours will be until the onset of that first breeding season, it would seem advantageous that his ability to learn new songs remain open until that time. To date, however, field data have not been complete enough to pinpoint, for any species, the point at which a first-year male songbird loses his ability to learn new songs.
Laboratory studies of song learning, on the other hand, have clearly implicated the natal summer as a sensitive period for song memorization (e.g. Marler 1970; Marler & Peters 1987 , 1988 . This finding poses a paradox: if it is advantageous for the young bird to share songs with his first-year neighbours, and if these neighbours are not known for sure until the breeding season, selection should favour the ability to learn songs until then, or at least closer to the male's first breeding season than to the preceding natal summer. Marler & Nelson (Marler 1990; Nelson & Marler 1994) have developed a theory that addresses this paradox for species that are age-limited song learners (i.e. those species that do not change their song repertoire after their first year). In their 'actionbased' model, Marler & Nelson propose that all song memorization takes place during an early sensitive period that occurs in the bird's natal summer, usually in the second and third months of life. According to this model, later in the bird's first year, when song is still plastic, the bird progresses through a period of selective attrition. During this time, a bird produces more song material than he will keep in his final repertoire and the actionbased theory suggests that he selectively retains the songs that best match those of his first breeding-season neighbours. This attrition period is thought to occur between 6 and 11 months of age, and Marler & Nelson posit that birds do not acquire (memorize) new songs during this time, but instead use the earlier-memorized song material. This model is primarily based on, and is supported by, results from song-learning experiments and field studies on white-crowned sparrows, Zonotrichia leucophrys, swamp sparrows, Melospiza georgiana, song sparrows, Melospiza melodia, and field sparrows, Spizella pusilla (Marler & Peters 1981 , 1982 , 1987 , 1988 Nelson 1992) .
